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Gandhi . . . had wanted to avoid 
the country’s partition. Failing 
in that, he engaged himself in 
preventing the division of hearts, 
emphasising that even as the country 
had been divided, the hearts must 
not be divided. Also knowing that 
if the hearts had not been divided, 
the country could never have been 
divided and contending with this 
paradox, because he understood 
that neither India nor Pakistan stood 
to gain in the absence of mutual 
friendship. Should one become hell, 
the other can never be heaven.

Seventy years have since gone 
by. In the meantime, the division 
of hearts has perhaps deepened in 
both countries—across the border 
and within the border as well. 
People’s hearts have experienced 
new divisions. Gandhi’s warning has 
assumed greater relevance today as 
compared to earlier periods.

But only if we are able to 
see, which is not easy. And when 
people cannot see, saying or doing 
something to reach out to them 
becomes that much more difficult.

Why was Gandhi running in his 
old age from pillar to post? To be 
immortalised in history? To save 
the Hindus and the Sikhs from the 
Muslims? To save the Muslims from 
the Sikhs and the Hindus? Or to save 
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humans from humans, by saving 
their humanity for them? . . .

Gandhi’s helplessness was such 
that he was reduced to admonishing 
everybody  by  tu rn  because 
everybody was succumbing to the 
prevailing frenzy. He knew, and was 
repeatedly saying so, that between 
the Hindus and Muslims [both of 
whom had become animals] for 
one to refrain from becoming an 
animal is the only straight way to 
get out of this violence. But no one 
was ready to heed him, to refrain 
from becoming an animal. When 
he admonished the Hindus and the 
Sikhs, he was told to see what the 
Muslims in Pakistan were doing, 
and also that the Muslims staying 
on in India were traitors. Gandhi 
would listen attentively and respond 
publicly. But such had become 
people’s mentality in the midst of 
that collective hysteria that Gandhi’s 
slightest concern for the Muslims 
seemed like outright favouritism to 
the Hindus and Sikhs, and when he 
criticised the Muslims or gave them 
advice, he was disregarded. . . .

Gandhi laid stress on, along with 
humanity, civic responsibility in a 
democracy:

Had man not become so ruthless 
as to commit atrocities against his 
brother, these thousands of men, 
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women and innocent children [in 
refugee camps] would not have 
been so helpless, and in many 
cases hungry . . . Was all of this 
inescapable? A strong voice came 
from within me: ‘No’. Is this the first 
fruit of a month of independence? . . 
. Have the citizens of Delhi become 
mad? Do they not have even a shred 
of humanity left in them? Does 
the love for their country and its 
independence not appeal to them at 
all? I may be forgiven for putting the 
blame primarily on the Hindus and 
the Sikhs. Can they not be worthy as 
humans to halt this tide of hatred? I 
would strongly urge Delhi’s Muslims 
to let go of their fear, put their trust 
in God and surrender all their 
firearms to the government. Because 
the Hindus and the Sikhs are afraid 
that the Muslims possess firearms, it 
does not mean that they do not have 
weapons of their own. It is only a 
question of degree. Some may have 
less, some more. To obtain justice, 
the minorities will either have to 
depend on God or on the human 
created by Him, or they will have 
to depend on their guns, pistols and 
other weapons to protect themselves 
against those whom they do not trust.

M y  a d v i c e  i s  f i r m  a n d 
unchanging. Its truth is self-evident. 
Have confidence in your government 
that it will protect every citizen from 
those who commit injustice, no 
matter how many more and superior 
weapons they may have . . . By their 
actions the people of Delhi will only 
make the task of seeking justice from 
the Pakistan government difficult. 
Those who want justice will have to 
do justice. They should be guiltless 
and true. Let the Hindus and Sikhs 
take the rightful step and ask the 
Muslims who have been chased out 
of their homes to return.

If the Hindus and Sikhs have the 

courage in every way to take this 
rightful step, the refugee problem 
will become very easy to handle. 
Then not only Pakistan but the whole 
world will acknowledge their claims. 
They will save Delhi and India from 
disgrace and destruction.

“Those who want justice will 
have to do justice.” This was not 
mere idealism. Gandhi was providing 
a formula for a viable morality.

In any civilised society, said 
Gandhi, if avenging ill-will is 
considered proper, it can be done 
so only through the agency of the 
government, certainly not through 
individual interventions. . . .

Gandhi believed that if the safety 
of the Muslims was assured in India, 
he would be able to go to Pakistan 
and do a great deal for the minorities 
there. . . . He said:

What shall we do about the 
Muslims who have left? I have 
stated that we will not bring them 
back right now. We will certainly 
not bring them back by means of the 
police and military. We will bring 
them back only when the Hindus and 
Sikhs tell them, you are our friends, 
please return to your homes, you 
don’t require the military or police, 
we are your military, we are your 
police, all of us will live as brothers. 
If we are able to accomplish this in 
Delhi I assure you that our way will 
become absolutely clear in Pakistan. 
And with that will commence a new 
life. When I go to Pakistan I will not 
let them off easily. I will die for the 
Hindus and Sikhs there. I would be 
happy to die there. I would be happy 
to die here, too. If what I say cannot 
be achieved here, then I must die.

That a new life should commence 
was Gandhi’s desire. He was desiring 
this amid the barbarity of 1947. It 
was either this or else a vow of self-
annihilation.

How did Gandhi’s mind work? 
How could he visualise and project, 
in that impossible situation, the 
possibility of a humane beginning? 
Did he have any notion of the 
impossible?

Was Gandhi’s desire plain 
impossible?

We must, each one of us, reflect 
on this question in our individual 
ways. We must also reflect on how 
that desire came so naturally to 
Gandhi. In that savage time, how 
could he even think that, regardless 
of the happenings in Pakistan, 
India’s Hindus and Sikhs would 
recall the displaced Muslims, and 
do that with love and respect? If 
we could somehow understand this, 
we would have little difficulty in 
accepting that such an eventuality 
would actually have made it possible 
for Gandhi to go to Pakistan and, 
without dying, do much for the 
Hindus and Sikhs there.

If the law of action and reaction 
drives human nature as powerfully 
as we think it does, the justice and 
respect accorded to the Muslims in 
India would surely have made an 
impression on the Muslim rulers and 
people of Pakistan. This is not mere 
logic. Take the change of attitude 
towards Gandhi that the Muslims 
demonstrated following his fast 
unto death in Calcutta. It provides 
ground for supposing that if the 
condition of Muslims had improved 
across the country, their attitude 
towards the common Hindus and 
Sikhs, too, would have undergone a 
similar change. We shall see ahead 
that Gandhi’s fast unto death in 
Delhi was quite effective in creating 
goodwill in Pakistan.

The question was, as it invariably 
is in such human predicaments, 
whether anybody was willing to take 
the initiative to break the vicious 
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cycle of action and reaction—the 
initiative to stop being an animal. 
The initiative of believing in 
what Gandhi called the “effect of 
decency”, and acting accordingly.

When an initiative towards 
decency begins to seem impossible, 
what remains possible?

Only that the police will step 
in and suppress the violence of 
citizens. In course of time, the 
police too will be seized by the 
communalism that affects the 
citizens. Paramilitary forces will 
then be created and pressed into 
action in such situations. They will 
also undergo a similar psychological 
transformation, causing the army 
to be summoned to maintain civil 
peace. How long will the troops 
remain untouched by communal 
rancour? Assuming that they do 
remain unsullied, will the rulers 
who are elected democratically by 
a society steeped in communalism 
call them out and leave them free to 
do their work?

These are not mere academic 
questions. Gandhi could not even 
think of employing the police or the 
army as a solution to the problem 
of communalism. Today our very 
first response is to want the army to 
be deployed to control communal 
violence, even though we may later 
talk about the need for far-reaching 
interventions. In fact, the question of 
far-reaching interventions is nothing 
more than an academic exercise 
in the prevailing state of affairs. 
Indeed, the argument today is that 
the police, defence and other armed 
forces, and administrative services 
will, in the absence of adequate 
minority representation within 
them, continue to be influenced 
by majoritarian communalism 
and hence will be incapable of 
discharging their duty honestly. 

So dependent have we become on 
the armed forces for controlling 
communal conflagrations that our 
energies remain almost entirely 
focused on devising methods to make 
those forces effective instruments for 
maintaining social peace.

What we have started believing 
to be possible—is that really 
possible? It is, perhaps, our limited 
and illusory idea of the possible that 
prevents us from accepting Gandhi’s 
idea of the possible. Our idea of the 
possible further prevents us from 
seeing that what we believe to be 
possible is itself impossible. It is the 
problem, not the solution.

Our inability to distinguish 
between the possible and the 
impossible has, by and by, brought 
us to a point where communal 
violence results not from the frenzy 
of citizens alone but is orchestrated 
under the direction of a state’s 
popularly elected government. 
Where a coalition of political parties 
ensconced in power at the centre 
chooses to maintain a deafening 
silence on the misdeeds of that 
state government. Where, not just 
in the immediate wake of that 
violent frenzy but five years later as 
well, in a comparatively restrained 
atmosphere, the people of that state 
reward such misdeeds by re-electing 
the same government to power with 
a heavy majority.

Gandhi used to emphasise a 
basic principle: “A civilised society 
should not need the protection of 
guns to uphold fundamental rights.” 
But here even guns are failing to 
protect the fundamental rights of the 
minorities—not just the Muslims—
and of the weaker sections of society. 
They will remain unprotected so long 
as Gandhi’s possible—which is no 
more than an essential requirement 
of a democratic polity—continues to 

be impossible for us.
Though not in its present 

virulent form, the problem of the 
communalisation of the armed 
forces, the administration and the 
council of ministers was not entirely 
absent in Gandhi’s time. In the 
discourse in which he expressed 
the hope of the beginning of a new 
life [18 September 1947], Gandhi 
mentioned a “big complaint” that 
had come to him:

Our police and military, which 
comprise Hindus, Sikhs, Christians 
and Gorkhas, are supposed to be 
protectors, but they have become 
predators instead. How true this 
is I don’t know. But I want to 
communicate to the policemen 
that they should be upright. I have 
heard that in some places they 
themselves have indulged in looting. 
I was told today about an incident 
in Connaught Place where the 
soldiers and policemen stationed 
there started looting. Perhaps the 
information is false. But if there is 
an iota of truth in it then I would 
remind the police and the military 
that the days of the British are past. 
Then they could do as they pleased 
but today they are soldiers of India; 
they must not become enemies of the 
Muslims. When they are ordered to 
protect them, they should protect 
them.

Gandhi’s hope of a new life, 
without which any democracy would 
be inconceivable, has not become 
any more possible in our public 
life than it was in his lifetime. If 
anything, the relationship between 
the possible and the impossible 
in the past 60 or more years has 
got inverted in much too vulgar a 
manner. What Gandhi considered 
possible—the practicability and 
utility of which many of Gandhi’s 
contemporaries, too, had begun to 
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appreciate—has started appearing 
all but impracticable and impossible 
today even as it seems useful and 
necessary. On the other hand, we 
have made possible what to Gandhi 
was inconceivable.

In the course of this inversion, 
the good has been pushed in the 
direction of the impossible, and the 
bad has been made eminently viable. 
For instance, the path of ahimsa, 
which Gandhi considered a difficult 
but the only straight and clear path, 
has seemed increasingly impossible 
and impractical. There is another 
aspect of this inversion which can be 
understood through a remark made 
in the same discourse [18 September 
1947]. Referring to the Muslims 
who had fled their homes and sought 
refuge in Delhi’s relief camps as well 
as those who had gone to Pakistan 
out of fear, Gandhi said:

The world’s largest mosque, the 
Jama Masjid, is situated here. What 
will happen to this mosque if we kill 
most of the Muslims, and the ones 
who survive go to Pakistan driven 
by fear? Will you send the mosque to 
Pakistan or raze it or convert it into 
a Shiva temple? Suppose that some 
Hindu presumes to build a Shiva 
temple there or the Sikhs consider 
building a gurudwara there. That, if 
you ask me, would be but an attempt 
to bury the Hindu and Sikh religions. 
Religion cannot be preserved this 
way.

Gandhi has no more than an 
inkling of the kind of presumption 
that he cautions against, warning that 
this would destroy religion itself, not 
just the Hindu or Sikh religion. He 
was afraid that, forgetting the essence 
of religion under the impact of 
communal frenzy, people—average 
Hindus and Sikhs—might actually 
translate their vain presumption into 
public action. His fears soon started 

materialising. Two months later [21 
November 1947], he was obliged to 
say in his prayer discourse:

As per the information I have 
received, about 137 mosques of 
Delhi have been virtually destroyed 
in the recent riots. Some of them 
have been turned into temples. One 
such mosque is near Connaught 
Place, which no one can escape 
noticing. An Indian flag is flying 
over it today. It has been turned 
into a temple and an idol has been 
placed in it. To despoil mosques in 
this manner is to put Hindu and Sikh 
religions to shame. In my opinion 
this goes against every tenet of 
religion. . . . The magnitude of this 
act cannot be mitigated by saying 
that Muslims in Pakistan have also 
despoiled Hindu temples or turned 
them into mosques. In my view, any 
such act would destroy the Hindu 
religion, the Sikh religion and Islam.

The situation went from bad 
to worse. Twenty days later, in the 
month of December 1947, Gandhi 
said:

I hear speeches are being 
given—I will not disclose the names 
right away for all the particulars 
have not come to me as yet—that 
only a few Muslims remain here 
and they will not be allowed to stay 
on. Whatever mosques remain will 
be occupied for Hindus to live in 
them. What they will do next, God 
alone knows, I do not . . . We are 
committing acts of destruction.

Gandhi really did not know. 
Who knows if God did? We do 
know. Now.

Gandhi was seized by an 
unimaginable  fear.  We have 
made possible what for him was 
unimaginable. It has taken us a little 
over 40 years to turn into a virtue 
what to Gandhi and his time was 
reprehensible. Granted, more than 

a 100 mosques were vandalised—
temporarily—during the riots in 
Delhi and there was similar—and 
more lasting—destruction in other 
parts of the country. But, Gandhi 
apart, even the collective conscience 
of the country had not surged with 
pride on account of those misdeeds. 
Many were seized by the hysteria 
of revenge then. Yet, there was 
within a feeling of shame, a feeling 
that what had happened was not 
right. There was also a realisation 
that what Gandhi said was right. 
There wasn’t that ideological 
fervour which, forgetting Gandhi’s 
simple question—“will you raze 
the mosques”, today honours the 
destroyers of mosques as supreme 
well-wishers of Hindu religion and 
the Indian nation (the two being 
inseparable); rewards and enthrones 
them; or renders them incapable of 
grasping Gandhi’s warning: “If we 
raze their sacred sites, we too will 
be obliterated.”

Gandhi’s fear ran very deep. 
If the worsening situation was not 
brought under immediate control, it 
would have inconceivably dangerous 
consequences. His idea of control, as 
we have seen, did not mean keeping 
communal violence under check by 
whatever means possible. It was 
imperative to change people’s way 
of thinking. So, determined to do or 
die, Gandhi devoted every moment 
of his to reason with the people.

Gandhi reached Delhi on 9 
September. For three months he 
did everything he could, but the 
‘atmosphere’ of Delhi did not 
change. Finally, he was convinced 
that the time to ‘die’ had arrived. . . .

Gandhi commenced his fast unto 
death on 13 January 1948.
(Excerpted from historian Sudhir 
Chandra’s book, Gandhi: An 
Impossible Possibility.)
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Electronic voting machines 
(EVMs) are magic machines 
that  convert  candidates into 
representatives. This magic depends 
on the number of votes counted on 
the EVM as having been cast in 
favour of a candidate. Candidates 
and people accepting the EVM count 
as a representation of the people’s 
mandate depends on their trust in 
EVMs.

The trust in the EVM’s ability 
to capture votes and count them 
correctly comes from the conviction 
that the polling agents of various 
political parties participate in a 
mock election conducted by the 
presiding officer in each voting 
booth. The mock election is meant 
to demonstrate that the tally of votes 
cast in favour of the candidates 
by each polling agent is reflected 
correctly on counting. This voting 
test, in other words, declares a 
machine to be capable of capturing 
votes correctly if it is impossible 
to distinguish between results 
declared after a manual counting of 
votes recorded on paper and after a 
counting by the machine.

The voting test is eerily similar 
to the test of machine intelligence 
devised by Alan Turing,  the 
founding father of computer science. 
According to the Turing test, a 
machine will be declared intelligent 
if an interrogator cannot distinguish 
between the responses of a machine 
and a human challenged with similar 
questions. [1]

John Searle, Professor Emeritus 
of Philosophy at the University of 
California Berkeley, challenged 
the Turing test [2], asserting that 
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imitating instructions was not a 
sufficient condition to conclude that 
machines were intelligent or that 
they could think. He required ones 
that are challenged with questions to 
have the ability to establish meaning 
in order to declare that they could 
think. Searle devised a test called the 
Chinese Room Test to demonstrate 
the ability of a machine to respond 
to questions in Chinese on the basis 
of a script and rules and thereby 
illustrate that the machine still had 
no means to establish the meaning 
of the questions or answers.

While Searle may not have 
provided a test for intelligence, he 
undisputedly demonstrated that 
the inability to distinguish between 
the responses of a machine and a 
human was insufficient to establish 
intelligence.

What would undisputedly 
establish the ability of a machine 
to capture votes and count them 
correctly?

The meaning of a vote
The meaning of a vote lies in it 

being cast by a real voter and then 
being counted for the candidate it 
was intended for. The meaning of a 
vote is altered by allowing it to be 
cast by a non-existent voter or by 
counting it as a vote for an unintended 
candidate. To demonstrate that an 
EVM can capture votes and count 
them correctly, it will have to allow 
the voter to verify that his/her vote 
has not only been counted but 
counted for his/her candidate. It will 
have to allow candidates and voters 
to verify that the votes polled by a 
candidate were all cast by real and 

legitimate voters and were all meant 
for the candidate.

Currently no EVM can establish 
that the meaning in votes is unaltered 
and that every vote cast is genuine 
and counted in favour of the 
candidate it was meant for.

Like the voting test, neither the 
Turing test nor the Searle test can 
recognise different responses at 
different times or non-deterministic 
responses. At most, such seeming 
randomness, if recognised at all, 
may be taken for intelligence. The 
assumption is that there is nothing 
that can alter the response from time 
to time.

Joseph Weizenbaum, Professor 
at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and one of the fathers of 
modern artificial intelligence, created 
ELIZA3, an early natural language 
processing computer program, to 
demonstrate the superficiality of 
communication between humans 
and machines. The response of 
ELIZA to human interaction varied 
to the same question, giving it 
the appearance of being human. 
Weizenbaum established how a 
simple set of instructions can allow 
the machine to respond differently 
to the same question.

Auditing the code
Without auditing the code of a 

computer program, it is foolhardy to 
assess the behaviour of a computer 
program. The program embedded in 
the chips of the EVM is not available 
in the public domain. It is therefore 
impossible for anyone to inspect it 
and certify its behaviour. There is 
no third-party audit of the program 
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supplied for embedding into the 
chips and the one that is embedded 
into the chips. Unsurprisingly, 
there is a petition seeking an audit 
of the source code pending before 
the Supreme Court. To complicate 
matters even more, this program 
is embedded into the chips by 
vendors outside India [4], and 
Electronics Corporation of India 
Limited and Bharat Electronics 
Limited only assemble the EVMs. 
In a meeting I had in August 2009 
with the then Chairman of the 
Technical Committee of the Election 
Commission of India and the then 
Election Commissioners, they 
confirmed that they had not used any 
mechanism besides the voting test to 
verify that the EVM was running the 
program supplied by them.

In March 2017, WikiLeaks 
disclosed that “the CIA [Central 
Intelligence Agency] lost control of 
the majority of its hacking arsenal 
including malware, viruses, trojans, 
weaponised ‘zero day’ exploits, 
malware remote control systems 
and associated documentation. This 
extraordinary collection, which 
amounts to more than several 
hundred million lines of code, 
gives its possessor the entire hacking 
capacity of the CIA. The archive 
appears to have been circulated 
among former US government 
hackers and contractors in an 
unauthorised manner,  one of 
whom has provided WikiLeaks 
with portions of the archive. The 
malware includes ‘software that 
enables hackers to remotely control 
a compromised device—are “very, 
very complex”’.”[5] The malware 
also includes code that can be 
implanted in devices not connected 
to the Internet by using thumb drives 
or other devices.

It is also widely known that 

chip makers build backdoors[6] 
for future exploitation of hardware. 
Unfortunately, there is no way of 
guaranteeing that chips have not 
been tampered with. Experts note 
that as few as 1,000 transistors in 
a chip could cause them to do a lot 
of “very interesting” things with 
the extra transistors. If the rogue 
transistors, or transistors that are 
not part of the original design, are 
programmed to respond to a specific 
512-bit sequence of numbers, you 
might have to cycle through every 
possible numerical combination of 
512-bit sequences to discover the 
rogue code, using software testing. 
Surveillance cameras[7] across 
the world have been recognised as 
easy targets for hackers.[8] These 
can also work in tandem with other 
devices in their proximity to regulate 
rogue chips. Security experts say 
maintenance, repair businesses, 
and subcontractors may also pose a 
greater danger to hacking hardware.
[9] Even missile systems have 
been hacked remotely due to such 
vulnerabilities.[10]

“Even if most voting machines 
aren’t connected to the Internet,” 
says the cybersecurity expert Jeremy 
Epstein[11], “they are connected 
to something that’s connected to 
something that’s connected to the 
Internet.” Adds Alex Halderman, a 
computer scientist at the University 
of Michigan: “Before every election, 
the voting machines have to be 
programmed with the design of 
the ballots—what are the races, 
who are the candidates.”[12] The 
programming is usually done on a 
computer in a central election office 
or by an outside vendor.

VVPATs
In 2009, I reported to the Election 

Commission of India the presence of 

coded results of the entire Lok Sabha 
election on its website a good 10 
days before voting was over.[13] 
This led Subramanian Swamy to 
petition the courts for EVMs that 
had Voter Verified Paper Audit Trails 
(VVPATs). Hundreds of candidates 
across India have cried foul over 
EVMs when the machines appear 
to have favoured their opponents. 
Even political parties have not 
demonstrated trust when they have 
suffered and have forgotten the 
unfairness once they are in power. 
Behind closed doors, they are 
familiar with the technical details 
of hacking EVMs in a block where 
their opponents have more support. 
It is little surprise, therefore, that a 
2011 Report of the National Institute 
of Standards and Technology found 
that voter-marked paper ballots are 
the only way to securely record and 
preserve voter intent.[14]

By now it should be obvious 
that like any machine subjected to 
the Turing or Searle test, an EVM 
subject to the voting test can be 
programmed to work differently at 
different times, either triggered by 
a stimulus, internal programming or 
simply by randomness. The machine 
passing the voting test is no evidence 
of its inability to generate votes 
on its own or to not count votes in 
favour of one candidate over votes 
for another.

Consider the likelihood that you 
will deposit money in a machine that 
is demonstrated to accept money to a 
particular bank account in a test, but 
it does not issue any receipt of the 
transaction and neither does it have 
the possibility of an audit to verify 
that the deposits not only went to the 
correct account but also that they did 
not get altered. Why should you do 
any differently with your vote that is 
a blank cheque to not just your tax 
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money but also to your rights?
EVMs do not provide voters 

with a receipt of the vote they 
cast. It is a huge leap of faith that 
the machine not only allocated 
the vote to the candidate intended 
by the voter but also allowed the 
same vote to be counted for the 
same candidate. Given the stakes, 
electoral malpractices are rampant. 
The Election Commission has 
not simplified voting; it has made 
the simple process of making a 
choice extremely complex, drawing 
attention away from the ability 
of the vote to be counted to the 
paraphernalia of elections. This is 
almost like the magician or thief who 
distracts the attention of people from 
what they are really doing in order to 
perform magic and trickery.

Auditability test
There is no certainty unless the 

EVM passes the “Auditability” test. 
The Auditability test will need the 
EVM to allow voters to verify that 
their vote has not only been counted 
but counted for their candidate even 
after it is cast. It will have to allow 
the voter or candidate to verify that 
the votes polled by a candidate 
were all cast by real and legitimate 
voters and were all meant for the 
candidate. This will necessitate 
providing voters either a receipt 
or a vote “account”, like a bank 
account, whose “balance” they can 
verify. This will also require the 
ability to audit the votes deposited in 
each candidate’s account and verify 
them as having been generated by a 
genuine voter, and not spontaneously 
by the program itself, and having 
been meant for the candidate.

Subramanian Swamy’s petition 
to the courts resulted in EVMs that 
were called EVMs with VVPAT. The 
VVPAT was introduced to create 

an audit trail of votes cast on an 
EVM. The VVPAT is an audit trail 
assuming each voter has verified the 
vote printed by the VVPAT EVM. 
If the printouts are voter-verified 
votes, they can be counted to verify 
the votes counted from the control 
units of EVMs. The control units 
would have counted correctly if the 
VVPAT votes match.

To confirm that the votes counted 
across EVMs by the control unit are 
the same as those counted by the 
VVPAT, the votes polled for each 
candidate on the control unit and 
in the paper trail should not be 
statistically different. To determine 
this, statisticians compare the 
votes counted from a sample of the 
EVMs using both the methods. The 
question is, how many comparisons 
will establish confidence that their 
choice of EVM was not biased or 
just a fortuitous one?

A good deal about choosing the 
number of EVMs to count depends 
on the variability expected between 
the EVMs. Each EVM or booth has 
demographically high variation or 
could be homogeneous. For example, 
because of their demographic make-
up, some polling booths could 
be expected to be favouring one 
candidate over another. In case of 
high variability, a larger number of 
booths will need to be compared 
for VVPAT and control unit counts. 
There was an average of 1,708 EVMs 
in every parliamentary constituency 
in 2014. While each EVM can 
store 3,840 votes, an average of 
904 voters were assigned to cast 
votes on every EVM during the 
2014 election. This means a greater 
variability was introduced between 
booths than necessary. Typically 
for constituencies that have 1,708 
EVMs and high variability in booth 
voting, a choice of less than 200 

booth VVPATs for counting would 
be poor to certify that the control 
units have counted the correct votes.

That said, the VVPAT itself does 
not satisfy the Auditability test.

The Auditability test requires the 
EVM to allow voters to verify that 
their vote has not only been counted 
but counted for their candidate 
even after it is cast. Voters have no 
means to confirm verification of the 
printout shown to them. The printout 
is merely a paper vote, it is not a 
voter-verified vote. The voter has 
no recourse to cancel or object to 
an incorrect printout without facing 
disproportionate penalties and no 
means to demonstrate the stealing of 
votes. The term VVPAT is therefore 
incorrect. There is no means to 
establish that voter verification 
happened.

The Auditability test also 
requires that voters or candidates 
can verify that the votes polled by 
a candidate were all cast by real 
and legitimate voters and were all 
meant for the candidate. The printout 
of the VVPAT does not have any 
means of authenticating itself as a 
voter-verified or genuine vote. It 
is quite possible that the counted 
printouts from VVPAT were not 
the ones printed during the voting. 
The printouts can neither establish 
that they were cast by legitimate 
voters nor that they were cast for 
the candidate they indicate. The 
printouts from the VVPAT are not 
counted by any third-party auditor. 
The same entity that has counted 
the votes on the control unit counts 
the VVPAT. This is bad auditing 
practice.

For the Auditability test to work, 
voters will need a receipt or a 
passbook entry that their vote has 
been deposited to the account of the 
candidate. They will need the ability 
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to verify, any time, that the Election 
Commission records still have the 
same entry as in their passbook.

Hacking elections to steal them 
is unfortunately widespread across 
the world. The use of electronics has 
made it easier, not more difficult, to 
hack into elections as such hacks 
are difficult to detect. The 2006 
Robin Williams starrer Man of the 
Year is the story of the United States 
presidential elections being fixed 
by EVMs. While we have focussed 
only on EVMs, it is important to 
recognise that strategies to steal 
an election combine the use of 
electronics not just for the casting of 
votes but also for deciding who can 
cast votes, which votes get counted, 
who gets to be a candidate, who gets 
to reach out to voters and also what 
messages get seen by whom. The 
Election Commission of India has 
demonstrated naivete if not ignorance 
in asserting that electronics makes 
elections unhackable.[15]

Undermining people’s voices
The multiple ways in which 

electronics undermines people’s 
voices in elections was evidenced 
in the 2016 US presidential election.

According to the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI), 
Russia allegedly took advantage of 
the many online vulnerabilities in 
US’ voting network to control the 
2016 presidential election.[16] The 
voting network that was allegedly 
compromised includes software 
companies, online registration sites 
and vital information that election 
officials willingly send to each other 
over email. The hack reportedly 
affected 39 States, twice as many as 
were originally reported. According 
to the CIA, the FBI and the National 
Security Agency, they had evidence 
of Russian efforts to undermine 

confidence in the US electoral 
system and affect the outcome of the 
US presidential election.[17]

Elizabeth Warren told CNN that 
the 2016 Democratic Party primary 
was rigged.[18] Interestingly, an 
analysis of US Democratic Party 
primaries with or without paper 
trails shows a voter preference 
for Bernie Sanders over Hillary 
Clinton wherever the paper trail 
was used, casting a shadow on the 
lack of transparency of electronic 
voting.[19] According to the 
Electronic Privacy Information 
Centre, “investigations undertaken 
by private security firms, apart from 
the FBI, indicate that the attacks on 
the 2016 US presidential election 
also threaten democratic institutions 
in other countries”.[20]

Channel 4 secretly filmed the 
managing director of Cambridge 
Analytica’s political division Mark 
Turnbull and the chief executive 
Alexander Nix boasting about 
tampering with over 200 elections 
around the world, in places like Sri 
Lanka, Nigeria, India and Argentina.
[21]

Gloomy future
The future of trusting the vote 

in the machine is dull, dark and 
gloomy. Machine readable ballots 
are a possible way that provide 
auditability.

By defending  the  EVMs 
needlessly, the Election Commission 
has neglected its mission of protecting 
the representation of people. 
Democracy has apparently given way 
to majoritarianism of representative 
politics. Representation cannot 
be about majoritarianism but 
about delivering the constitutional 
promise of justice, equality, liberty 
and fraternity. This defines public 
interest. It is about delivering the 

constitutional promise of protecting 
sovereignty, democracy and the 
republic. This defines national 
interest. Representative politics has 
evidently become more concerned 
with majoritarianism and winning 
elections rather than protecting 
public and national interests.

As pointed out by Prof. Lawrence 
Lessig of Harvard Law School, 
our choice of representatives has 
already been hijacked by those, like 
political parties and their anonymous 
donors, who choose and restrict 
the candidates we can vote for.[22] 
In the process we have forgotten 
that democracy is not about voting 
or winning an election but about 
participation in decision-making to 
protect public interest and national 
interest. We urgently need better 
ways to provide equity in decision-
making than to simply leave it to 
“elected” representatives. Counting 
votes on EVMs or fighting to save 
EVMs certainly does not help us to 
accomplish that.

(Anupam Saraph is Future Designer 
and Professor, Symbiosis Institute 
of Computer Studies and Research, 
Pune.)
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Reassurance That Isn’t 

Apoorvanand

Commenting on Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s victory speech, The 
Indian Express wrote: “In his speech 
in Central Hall in Parliament on 
Saturday, the first after being elected 
leader of the BJP-led NDA, Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi struck a 
heartening note of magnanimity. 
Among other things, he said the new 
government would make efforts to 
earn the trust of minorities, and of 
those who disagree (with the BJP–
NDA). He urged the newly elected 
MPs to puncture the ‘myth’ or 
illusion of fear among the country’s 
minorities . . . these are statements 
of inclusive intent.” (“Weight of 
words”, IE, May 27.)

The editorial rightly asserted that 
we need more to be reassured. This 
implies that such statements should 
be backed by actions. Yet, the word 
“magnanimous” was particularly 
hurtful and cruel. Assurance of 
inclusion to the minorities is not an 
act of large-heartedness in a secular 
democracy. It is not something 
granted to them by the majority. It 
pertains to rights that flow from the 
Constitution—and not the intent 
of the rulers. The use of the word, 
“magnanimous” cannot be ascribed 
to carelessness or a lapse of attention.

One would like to believe that the 
word was used to convey irony, since 
it expresses the state of helplessness 
of those who believe in secular 
principles in India—we are expected 
to be thankful or grateful to those 
being generous to us. Is this not what 
the minorities have been told all 
along? Not only by the RSS but even 
by well-intentioned people who hold 
that India is secular because of its 

Hindu majority. It is the catholicity, 
diversity and openness of Hinduism 
which has made secularism the most 
natural state-principle in India.

Returning to the immediate 
context of the PM’s speech, it was 
only right that the rest of the editorial 
explained that the feeling of fear and 
persecution among minorities was 
not a product of their imagination. 
While it is right to ask Modi to rein 
in his leaders, and also mind his 
tongue, it would have been better if 
he was reminded of his own words 
after his first victory in 2014. Even 
that time, he was magnanimous to 
the minorities in intent. Was that 
translated into action?

Should it take a faraway voice 
to tell us that the leader himself 
was the source of fear and also 
the justifier of the persecution of 
minorities, especially the Muslims? 
Did he not lead his ministers and 
members of his party in making 
the Muslims figures of hate? Did 
he not make them the other that the 
Hindus should dread? It was not just 
the desperation of electioneering 
which drove him towards it. The past 
five years bear ample proof that it 
was he and his party president who 
instigated the desire to dominate 
among the Hindus. Who, after 
all, were to be dominated? It 
was not only his silence on the 
hate crimes against Muslims and 
Christians but his incitement for 
Hindu mobilisation, which was 
most threatening to the minorities. 
This includes the scaremongering 
in Gujarat about Muslims during the 
assembly elections in 2017.

The Muslims are thus allowed 
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Indian elections are preceded 
by predictions such as either X 
will win with a majority, or Y will 
win with a majority. If neither gets 
a majority they will team up with 
other parties. It is also possible that 
X or Y may get less votes than they 
thought. This mindless psephology 
finds its counterpart in post factor 
stocktaking in which intellectuals 
and columnists work backwards to 
show that the election results were 
inevitable and provide arguments of 
much sophistry and sophistication.

It was only a misguided few 
or those who live in the eternal 
sunshine of the thoughtless mind 
who believed that the Bharatiya 
Janata Party would not win the 2019 
Lok Sabha elections. It was always a 
question of the margin of victory. The 
results have surprised everyone; not 
only the majority that the National 
Democratic Alliance commands in 
parliament, but the decimation of 
the Congress. There has been much 
ink spilt since on how this election 

Debate: Beware Glib Explanations for 
Modi's Election Victory

Dilip Menon

was about the personality of Modi; 
that the BJP campaign had been run 
like a presidential campaign; that 
the Congress and “liberals” were 
not disciplined enough to create an 
election machine, and so on.

Increasingly, there is the idea 
being put around that Modi won 
because India identifies with him. 
This is wisdom after the fact, since 
before and during the elections, 
farmers marches, diatribes about 
demonetisation, public hilarity 
about the photo-op prime minister 
and the unprecedented spike in 
stand-up comedy routines about 
Modi indicated that there was much 
skepticism both about the person and 
his policies.

In a post-election column for 
the Indian Express, one of our most 
astute public intellectuals, Pratap 
Bhanu Mehta, has expressed the 
view that “All our normal categories 
of political analysis and statistical 
jugglery come to nought when they 
are faced with Narendra Modi.” To 

to vote but not aspire to lead. It is 
the pleasure of the majority Hindus 
they should try to earn. This is 
the message that the first Modi 
regime has effectively conveyed to 
Muslims: they need to follow the 
rules framed by the Hindu majority, 
that too in the language framed 
by the BJP and its affiliates. More 
than physical violence, it is this 
feeling of being dominated and 
disciplined by a patron, which is 
humiliating to the Muslims. It is 
unacceptable that Hindus—however 
largehearted—should be the big 
brothers of Muslims.

Mahatma Gandhi had asserted 
that Muslims are not the vassals of 
Hindus. It was this insistence of the 
Mahatma that led to his murder. We 
must not forget this foundational 
principle of the Indian republic. 
It is this principle which has been 
repeatedly violated not just under the 
watch of PM Modi but he himself is 
a repeat offender in this respect.

Modi has also maligned and 
criminalised the language of 
rights—the language which human 
rights workers tried to use while 
combating his majoritarian project. 
He denigrated them as five-star 
activists and called them the Khan 
Market gang, while his ministers 
hounded them by calling them the 
tukde tukde gang.

One sometimes feels that we 
are so embarrassed about the prime 
minister that we try to live in denial. 
We tend to believe that the leader 
does have noble intents but is 
troubled by his unruly followers. We 
ignore that it is he who follows the 
lumpens. It is he who fashions and 
instigates the majoritarian instinct in 
the Hindus. So, much more than his 
followers, it is Modi who needs to 
be watched for his words and actions 
and held accountable at each step.

Modi is a master of the art 
of deception. Or, it would be 
more correct to say that he is 
both transparent and crude in his 
deceptive acts. It is actually the 
media and analysts who are looking 
for ways to justify him. Or is it 
the popular mandate that inhibits 
us in calling him by his name? 
Do we disrespect the people when 
we say that the leader they have 
chosen has been violating the oath 
he has taken in the name of the 
Constitution? Sadly, the last stint 
of Modi proved that his instincts 

are contrary to the Constitutional 
values. Therefore, we have no reason 
to applaud his patronising words 
now. The minorities have survived 
the worst phase of their existence 
in Independent India. The question 
now is whether the republic itself 
will survive another five years under 
the same leadership. So, it would 
be our duty to keep calling people 
by their names and not clothe them 
in words which express our pious 
wishes.
(The writer teaches Hindi at Delhi 
University.)
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use the BJP’s supercharged Hindu 
vocabulary, Modi is a brahmastra, 
he is the visvaroop of Vishnu in the 
face of which all words succumb and 
so on. This is neither here nor there. 
The inability of a person to analyse 
a phenomenon does not mean that 
the phenomenon is in itself beyond 
rational explanation. Otherwise, all 
our social science students would 
get away with a mere sense of awe 
before questions.

Mehta offers three ineffable 
postulates: first, that Modi “is the 
purest distillation of the idea of 
politics” – a 100% proof single 
malt in the face of country liquor; 
second, that “he has fully grasped 
the potential of a dangerous idea in 
democracy”—quite unlike amateurs 
like Golwalkar and Savarkar before 
him, Modi is the fulfilment of all 
that went before him; and finally, 
that “he has crafted a way of being 
everywhere”—he is ubiquitous 
like brahman, he “colonises our 
imaginations”. This febrile prose, 
which suggests that Modi is ineffable 
essence as much as corporeal 
politician is startling.

A landscape of corrupt midgets
Such  d i scourse  becomes 

possible in a political landscape 
of corrupt midgets, with the likes 
of Digvijay Singh, Mayawati, 
Mulayam Singh, Sharad Pawar 
and so on. There has also been a 
triumphalism regarding what is 
being seen as the “decimation” 
of the Left, in which the story of 
Bengal has been conflated with that 
of Kerala—where the BJP has not 
secured even one seat.

It is also being put about 
that this victory is the end of 
the identitarian politics of caste, 
that bugbear of upper caste BJP 
supporters as much as of our social 

science establishment. This desire 
that caste will softly and silently 
vanish away has been with us since 
independence, connected as much 
with Marxist misunderstandings 
of caste as merely a mystification 
of class, as much as the belief of 
an upper caste establishment that 
affirmative action was a needless 
challenge to the idea of inscrutable 
merit.

What is clear is that the near 
extinction of the Left in Bengal has 
to do with the internal dynamics 
of Hindu bhadralok politics in the 
region as much as the bleeding of 
CPI(M) cadres and votes to the 
BJP in the face of the Trinamool 
Congress’s prior destruction of an 
elite Left politics which had been 
Hindu in all but name.

Again, the destruction of the 
SP and BSP in Uttar Pradesh had to 
do with the particular form of the 
politics of patronage and corruption 
and not a rejection of caste politics 
as such. It remains to be seen as 
to what new form of caste politics 
will emerge in UP. Hindutva has 
triumphed not in some final and 
eternal sense, but conjuncturally, 
given the rotten state of politics in 
the states where it won and was 
expected to win. Not Odisha; not 
Kerala; not Punjab; not Andhra 
Pradesh; not Tamil Nadu. That the 
BJP won in the BIMARU states 
where development has been a 
chimera for over 70 years is not 
unsurprising.

While there has been much chest-
thumping about vikas, swacchata 
and so on, it is clear that in the states 
where there has been governance 
and development, the BJP has little 
to offer except its Hindu rhetoric. 
Both in Tamil Nadu and Kerala, 
the struggle against caste from the 
early 20th century has produced 

a discourse of rights, equality and 
governance which has been realised 
in substantial measure.

It remains to be seen whether the 
BJP can transform its parliamentary 
mandate and bring a measure of 
economic progress and social 
justice to the historically backward 
states where it has largely won. 
Or whether we have another five 
years ahead of a degeneration of 
the public sphere, attacks on Dalits 
and Muslims, and an erosion of 
institutions which are portrayed only 
within a retrograde vocabulary of 
sickularism and libtardness. Modi 
and Amit Shah have shown what is 
possible through a radical recasting 
of grassroots organisation and of 
working diligently at the local level. 
This is what the Congress and the 
Left did. Once. It’s probably time to 
do so again, before the apocalypse.

(Dilip Menon is Mellon Chair in 
Indian Studies and Director, Centre 
for Indian Studies in Africa at the 
University of the Witwatersrand in 
Johannesburg, South Africa.)
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The Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP)—and more than that, Narendra 
Modi—has come back with a larger 
mandate than what it was given by 
India’s voters in 2014.

At one level, this is remarkable 
given the economic distress all 
around, which should have led to 
a strong anti-incumbency and a 
decline in the saffron party’s votes. 
The mandate is, in part, a reflection 
of short-term politics trumping the 
longer term issues facing the nation.

This is not the first time that this 
has happened in India.

In 1984, after Indira Gandhi was 
assassinated, her son came to power 
with a majority that even Nehru 
never had. In 1991, when Rajiv 
Gandhi was assassinated between 
the two rounds of elections, the 
vote share of Congress dramatically 
increased in the second round. It 
came to power as the single largest 
party with P.V. Narasimha Rao 
becoming prime minister.

I n  1 9 8 4 ,  t h e  b i g  i s s u e 
confronting the nation was the 
separatist movement in Punjab. 
How voting massively for Rajiv 
Gandhi—a reluctant politician, with 
little experience of politics and the 
issues at hand—would solve the 
problem was not of concern to the 
voters.

Similarly, for the 1991 elections, 
the critical issue was a sinking 
economy. Many voters who were 
not voting for the Congress suddenly 
shifted allegiance to that party 
because its leader was assassinated. 
The critical issue at hand became 
immaterial.

How the BJP’s Political Narrative Filled the Holes in the  
NDA's Actual Performance

Arun Kumar

It is clear that a political narrative 
can either emerge or be created that 
diverts the attention of the public 
from the critical issues facing the 
country. Modi has managed to 
do that by focusing on muscular 
nationalism. This trumped the key 
issues of youth unemployment, the 
farmer crisis and growing alienation 
of minorities.

In media interviews and ground 
reports, many of the poor said yes 
they were hurting but when the 
nation is in danger that is more 
important.

Many, believing that the nation 
is in danger, wanted a strong leader 
and Modi projected himself as just 
that. If the threat was from Pakistan, 
it was easy to consolidate the Hindu 
vote. Finally, the opposition was 
projected as a rag-tag grouping 
without a common strong leader—
so, there was no alternative (TINA). 
The BJP also strongly pushed the 
narrative that nothing had happened 
in the last 65 years and all gains in 
the country were achieved in the 
last 5 years.

Missing the forest for the trees
It’s often easy to think of the 

immediate and not the long-term. 
An immediate retaliation against 
Pakistan is seen as more important 
than having  a nuanced foreign 
policy which serves the wider 
long-term national interest. For a 
majority, India’s isolation in the 
neighbourhood and an ineffective 
foreign policy vis a vis China matter 
little.

Instead, the bear hug with 

foreign dignitaries becomes a 
symbol of India’s growing external 
clout and is more important than the 
content of the relationship with those 
nations. Obama’s chiding Modi for 
a deteriorating communal climate is 
less important than his hug. Trump’s 
praise is more important than the 
spoke he has put in our relationship 
with Iran and the impact it will have 
on our energy security.

The well-being of people is 
not just economic but has political 
and social features which may be 
more important, depending on the 
situation. Slogans that have a ring 
with the public have often mattered 
more than the issues. So, garibi hatao 
became a big pull. Now it is nation 
in danger.

When one’s own life is precarious 
due to economic hardship, it is easy 
to believe that the nation is in danger.

Modi’s two big economic 
actions—demonetisation and the 
Goods and Services (GST) regime—
were projected as being inherently 
nationalistic. Demonetisation was 
said to be a mahayagya for the nation 
in which everyone had to give ahuti 
by bearing hardships. A parallel was 
drawn between jawans standing at 
the border and people standing in 
queues at the banks.

GST was projected as a new 
freedom and unification of the nation. 
But ultimately, these nationalistic 
issues were hardly used in the 
election campaign as they sparked 
crises in the unorganised sector of 
India’s economy.

Indeed, these economic shocks 
were neatly sidestepped. At the 
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time of the Uttar Pradesh elections 
soon after demonetisation, people 
willingly accepted their hardship 
because they felt that it was done to 
tackle the menace of black economy. 
They believed that the rich and the 
poor had been brought into the same 
queue and those with black money 
had been hurt and irretrievably 
damaged. They felt that justice had 
been done. This narrative changed 
when it was realized that all the 
money had come back to the Reserve 
Bank of India and none of the black 
money was demobilised. So, in the 
national elections this issue could 
not be used. Similarly, GST had 
hurt the economy with hundreds of 
changes in the last 22 months and 
could not be used as an issue of 
nationalism.

I f  t hese  two  i s sues  had 
been highlighted, especially as 
nationalistic moves, it would have 
backfired upon the BJP. What 
came in handy was the Pulwama 
and Balakot incidents. The first 
reflected the danger confronting the 
nation and the second highlighted 
a muscular response establishing 
Modi’s credentials as a strong 
leader. People forgave or did not 
recall Modi’s unscheduled stop in 
Pakistan to greet Nawaz Sharif or 
the invitation to ISI after the terrorist 
attack in Pathankot. Modi repeatedly 
referred to martyrs of Pulwama and 
invoked Balakot to appeal to the 
voters. He asked the first-time voters 
to vote for the men who executed the 
surgical strike (meaning his party).

On the economic front
f there was economic distress 

at various levels, how was this 
contained? We know that India’s 
poorest were hit by the two big 
shocks to the economy which led to 
a decline in the growth rate of the 

economy, rising unemployment and 
a farm crisis. This has meant a loss 
of Rs 25 lakh crore in incomes in the 
unorganised sectors of the economy 
in the last two and a half years.

First ly,  there was part ial 
compensation for this loss through 
schemes like Ujjwala, Mudra and 
Swachh Bharat, whose aim was 
to primarily build rural assets, but 
whose implementation has not been 
the best.

The messaging around the 
different programmes was excellent. 
The BJP in particular did a good job 
of publicizing them, though many 
of the schemes were not new and 
merely continued the efforts of past 
governments.

For instance, rural electrification 
has been going on for the last 70 
years. Before this government took 
over, electricity had reached 6.3 lakh 
villages. Modi’s government added 
another 20,000 villages but tried to 
portray as if they had electrified all 
villages in the country.

These schemes, however, did not 
give the BJP a significant advantage 
in the recent 2018 assembly elections 
where it lost. Even in specific by-
elections in Uttar Pradesh, the BJP 
lost. The question then becomes why 
these schemes yield dividends in 
the national elections but not in the 
assembly elections?

That Pulwama and Balakot 
turned the tide in favour of the 
saffron party is clear from the fact 
that there was some amount of 
panic within the BJP till these events 
occurred. For instance, to overcome 
the perceived anti-incumbency, 
in the budget on February 1, the 
government offered Rs 6,000 per 
annum to 12 crore farmers, pension 
to the unorganised sectors workers, 
and tax concessions to the middle 
class—even though revenues were 

inadequate and the fiscal deficit was 
likely to rise.

There was a rush to give the 
first tranche of Rs 2,000 before 
the announcement of the elections 
but only about 10% of the farmers 
could be identified and given 
the first tranche. Its various state 
governments offered loan waivers to 
farmers. Allocation to MGNREGS 
was jacked up to Rs 60,000 crore to 
provide work in rural areas.

All these steps were taken even 
though many of them go against the 
economic and social rhetoric that the 
BJP often deploys.

The crisis many poor Indians 
faced due to economic shocks also 
opened them to the idea of a nation 
in crisis, caused by outside forces or 
the ‘other’ in society.

These immediate issues have 
taken precedence over long-term 
ones. Building a harmonious society 
becomes secondary to defending 
one’s faith and imposing one’s 
beliefs on the other. The other is 
projected as a source of trouble and 
must be subjugated.

India is not alone in this trend of 
short-term trumping the long term. 
It is visible globally in the election 
of Trump, vote for Brexit, rise of Le 
Pen in France, decline of popularity 
of Angela Merkel, rise of Erdogan 
in Turkey, what is happening to 
the ANC in South Africa or to Suu 
Kyi in Myanmar, changes in Egypt, 
Brazil, Philippines and so on. Modi 
is in step with this global trend.

But India is far more heterogenous 
than any of the countries mentioned 
above and needs a far more nuanced 
approach to its problems—will this 
now happen?

(Arun Kumar is Malcolm Adiseshiah 
chair professor, Institute of Social 
Sciences.)
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May 27, 1964: I was a student of 
Class II, and my father told me about 
the demise of Jawaharlal Nehru. It 
was a small sleepy town in West 
Bengal, and even as a small child I 
could feel the moment of mourning 
and sadness all around. However, 
everything moves, and with the 
passage of clock time I too grew 
up, and experienced many political/
historical transformations.

The grandness of Nehru—say, 
the visual depiction of Nehru with 
Nasser and Tito generating the spirit 
of non-alignment; or Nehru with a 
red rose pinned close to his heart 
hoisting the national flag as my early 
memory of calendar art—did remain 
in my consciousness. But then, after 
the brief tenure of Lal Bahadur 
Shastri, we saw the arrival of a major 
symbol of power,  the charismatic 
Indira Gandhi reminding me of the 
brilliant letters her father wrote to 
her, her golden moments during the 
Bangladesh liberation movement, 
and eventually the manifestation 
of her authoritarianism causing 
the toughness of Emergency and 
simultaneous growth of the civil 
liberties movements in India.

Indira’s rise and fall, from her 
early ‘socialist’ gestures to Operation 
Bluestar leading to her assassination 
illustrated the way in which the 
political landscape of India was 
changing. Violence became the order 

Searching for Glimpses of Nehru in a Parochial, Post-Nehruvian India

Avijit Pathak
[May 27 is the death anniversay of Jawaharlal Nehru. This article is being published courtesy The Wire.]

India was in my blood and there was much in her that instinctively thrilled me. And yet I approached her almost as an 
alien critic, full of dislike for the present as well as for many of the relics of the past that I saw. To some extent I came to her 
via the West, and looked at her as a friendly Westerner might have done. I was eager and anxious to change her outlook 
and appearance and give her the garb of modernity. And yet doubts arose within me. Did I know India?

Jawaharlal Nehru, The Discovery of India

of the day. The spectacular victory 
of Rajiv Gandhi notwithstanding, the 
Congress system was falling apart. 
Coalition politics, the rise of regional 
forces, the blooming of identity 
markers as part of Machiavellian 
calculations, and the normalisation 
of corruption and scams—it was 
clear that the political realm had 
become increasingly separated from 
Gandhi’s conscience and Nehru’s 
vision. And now as my hair is 
turning grey I see yet another twist 
in our political history—the unholy 
alliance of neoliberal economics 
and the social conservatism of 
religious nationalism. Under these 
changed circumstances filled with 
violence, herd mentality and anti-
intellectualism, I ask myself whether 
it is still possible to revisit Nehru, 
and learn a couple of lessons from 
him.

Modernity and romance with a 
civilisation

To begin with, I think, it is 
important to understand the mind 
of Nehru and his worldview. Yes, he 
was ‘modern’ in the sense that, as The 
Glimpses of World History would 
indicate, he was heavily influenced 
by the major transformations 
that post-Enlightenment Europe 
was passing through. The critical 
enquiry of science, the promise of 
industrial revolution, the turning 

point in human thinking through 
the discourses of Marx, Freud and 
Darwin, liberal philosophy, and 
above all, the method of Marxian 
historical method and socialist 
experimentations—Nehru embraced 
the spirit of modernity.

Yet, his modernity was subtle, 
with a deep sense of humility and 
wonder. This possibly led him to 
‘discover’ India. In a way a careful 
reader of The Discovery of India 
would agree that it was the story of 
a romantic (yet critical) engagement 
between a modern mind and an old 
civilisation like ours with its many 
layers, and peaks and valleys. Far 
from debunking all civilisational 
values and aspirations, Nehru could 
retain a sense of enchantment. At 
Sarnath near Benaras, he could 
see the Buddha preaching his first 
sermon; he could still hear the 
inspiring Upanishadic prayer: “Lead 
me from the unreal to the real, from 
darkness to light, from death to 
immortality!” And in the Bhagavad 
Gita, he saw “an inner quality 
of earnest enquiry and search, of 
contemplation and action, of balance 
and equilibrium in spite of conflict 
and contradiction.” No wonder, far 
from erecting a wall between new 
age and old civilisation, Nehru had 
the sensibility to observe:

We can never forget the ideas 
that have moved our race, the dreams 
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of the Indian people through the 
ages, the wisdom of the ancients, the 
buoyant energy and love of life and 
nature of our forefathers, their spirit 
of curiosity and mental adventure, 
the daring of their thought, their 
splendid achievements in literature, 
art and culture, their love of truth, 
beauty and freedom, the basic values 
they set up.

Yet, despite this romance, Nehru 
retained the spirit of critical enquiry. 
It is important to have sensitivity 
to the past. But we should not keep 
glorifying the ‘golden past’ because, 
as he reminded us, such a ‘foolish 
and dangerous pastime’ would 
take us nowhere because spiritual 
greatness could not be founded on 
starvation and misery. ‘India’, he 
asserted boldly, ‘must break with 
much of her past, and not allow it 
to dominate the present’.

One way of doing this was to 
popularise ‘scientific temper’—or, 
“the adventurous and yet critical 
temper of science, the search for 
truth and new knowledge, the refusal 
to accept anything without testing 
and trial, the capacity to change 
previous conclusions in the face of 
new evidence”—which could help 
us to come out of the “heavy burden 
of the past”. Well, with some amount 
of metaphysical wonder Nehru felt 
that there were ‘invisible’ domains 
that science could not explain. Yet, 
for him, there was no escape from 
science because “it is better to 
understand a part of truth and apply 
it to our lives, than to understand 
nothing at all.”

As he became the iconic prime 
minister of a newly independent 
country—traumatised by partition, 
c h a r a c t e r i s e d  b y  u n s t a b l e 
foundations, worried about autonomy 
and sovereignty in a divided world 
because of Cold War politics, and 

shocked after the assassination 
of Mahatma Gandhi—history 
posed new challenges. No wonder, 
Nehru’s agenda of nation-making, or 
‘national philosophy’ assumed three 
central characteristics.

First, the state, he thought, 
ought to become an ethical state 
endowed with the responsibility of 
modernising a traditional country 
like ours with its new educators—
economists, scientists, technologists, 
artists—promoting a ‘scientific 
temper’, a secular ethos with 
composite culture and a broadly 
pan-Indian national identity.

Second, with a mix of Fabian 
socialism and mixed economy, the 
state ought to play a great role in 
building the economic infrastructure. 
Big industries (or ‘temples of new 
India’), science labs, institutes of 
technology and new universities for 
creating a resurgent human force: 
rational, secular, and progressively 
nationalist.

Third, despite his charisma and 
immense popularity, and at times an 
uneasy relationship with the radical 
left as well as the extremist right, 
he took great care to strengthen the 
pillars of liberal democracy with 
periodic elections and a delicate 
balance of centripetal and centrifugal 
forces implicit in a country with 
mind-boggling diversities.

Hearing the Lost Voice
W r o t e  N e h r u  i n  h i s 

autobiography, “We cannot stop 
the river of change or cut ourselves 
adrift from it, and psychologically 
we who have eaten of the apple of 
Eden cannot forget that taste and go 
back to primitiveness.”

Nehru’s admirers are many. 
And at the same time, with the rise 
of ecological consciousness and 
neo-Gandhian radicalism,  there is 

no dearth of critics. For instance, 
Nehru’s ‘state-centric development 
planning’—its centralising tendency, 
its reliance on techno-economist 
experts (symbolised by the Bhabha–
Mahalanobis duo), its biases towards 
heavy industry—is said to have 
created unevenness in the country 
and led to the devaluation of 
agriculture and the rural economy, 
the withering away of local resources 
and knowledge traditions, and the 
widening cleavage between the 
educated elite and the masses.

L ikewise ,  a s  ‘ suba l t e rn ’ 
historians see the limits to ‘nationalist/
bourgeois’ historiography and plead 
for the ‘autonomous domain of 
people’, we witness yet another 
critique. The meta narrative of 
Nehru is seen with suspicion, and the 
histories, struggles and resistances 
of the peasantry, the working class, 
Dalits and adivasis are seen as 
counter narratives. And again, there 
are political philosophers who would 
argue that there was a mismatch 
between the Nehruvian rhetoric 
and the actual performance. His 
socialism remained half-hearted; 
it could not really break the hold 
of semi-feudal landlords and 
the  industrial capitalists; science 
eventually became the language 
of the state, and its secularism 
remained elitist because it could not 
articulate itself through the language 
of people’s folk religiosity.

Yet, I feel it is difficult to 
resist the call of Nehru. We are 
living at a time when mainstream 
politics has lost even the slightest 
trace of idealism; its business-like 
instrumental character retains no 
philosophic engagement, no grand 
dream, no romance with ideas and 
visions. Nehru reminded us of this 
lost idealism. Even in this cynical 
era, when I invoke Nehru’s ‘tryst 
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with destiny’ it enchants me; it 
makes me feel that politics ought to 
be a vocation with a missionary zeal. 
His writings, his speeches, his grand 
vision: we see a source of great 
treasure that should not be allowed 
to be forgotten—especially given the 
mood of our times.

Wi t h  n e o - l i b e r a l  g l o b a l 
capitalism, we have an aspiring class 
that cherishes reckless consumerism 
and the gospel of privatisation of 
resources, a team of economists 
whose principle of ‘growth’ is 
devoid of social justice with the 
minimalist role of the government, 
and a brigade of hyper-masculine 
nationalists for whom the state is 
essentially a militaristic institution. 
Under these circumstances socialism 
seems to have become a bad word. 
Nehru was not an ideal socialist. 
Yet, he brought socialism in the 
collective conscience of the nation. 
And today amidst jobless growth and 
the increasing insecurity amongst 
the poor and the underprivileged, 
we need this spirit of socialism—an 
ethical state deeply engaged with 
collective welfare.

Finally, when the onslaught of 
majoritarianism or the assertion of 
narrow parochial identities—‘I am 
my religion, my caste, my race, my 
ethnicity’—is taking us to a dark, 
segmented world, Nehru’s spirited 
humanism or cosmopolitanism can 
be seen as a refreshing departure: a 
path leading to pluralism, the fusion 
of cultures and traditions and a blend 
of nationalism and internationalism. 
Amidst the noise of loud, narcissistic 
politics, are we ready to hear the call 
of this lost voice?

(Avijit Pathak is a Professor at 
the Centre for the Study of Social 
Sys tems ,  Jawahar la l  Nehru 
University, New Delhi.)   

Atmospheric levels of carbon 
registered 415 parts per million over 
the weekend at one of the world's key 
measuring stations, a concentration 
level researchers say has not existed 
in more than 3 million years—before 
the dawn of human history.

Taken at  the Mauno Loa 
Observatory in Hawaii by the Scripps 
Institution of Oceanography, the 
measure continues the upward trend 
of atmospheric carbon concentration 
that lies at the heart of the global 
warming and climate crisis:.

Meteorologist Eric Holthaus, a 
journalist who covers the climate 
crisis for Grist, contextualized the 
latest readings in a tweet that was 
shared widely on Sunday:

This is the first time in human 
history our planet's atmosphere has 
had more than 415ppm CO2. Not 
just in recorded history, not just 
since the invention of agriculture 
10,000 years ago. Since before 
modern humans existed millions of 
years ago. We don't know a planet 
like this.

One person responded to the 
Holthaus tweet by asking, "How 
is this not breaking news on all 
channels all over the world?"

Rich Pancost, head of the School 
of Earth Sciences at the University of 
Bristol in the U.K., said that the best 
guess of the scientific community 
is that global atmospheric carbon 
levels have not been this high for 
"about 3 millions years . . . maybe 
more."

Wri t ing on his  Informed 
Comment blog Monday, historian 
Juan Cole said that life on Earth 
in that pre-historic era, known as 
the Pliocene Period, is not a place 
humans would recognize:

CO2 Levels Hit 415 PPM for  
First Time in 3 Million+ Years

Jon Queally

In the Pliocene, it was much 
hotter. In the Pliocene, oceans were 
much higher, maybe 90 feet higher.

That is our fate, folks. That is 
what 415ppm produces. It is only 
a matter of time, and some of the 
sea level rise will come quickly. 
Amsterdam, New Orleans, Lisbon, 
Miami – the list of cities that will be 
submerged is enormous.

Elsewhere online, reaction to the 
unsettling milestone was met with a 
mix of frustration, alarm, and fresh 
demands for urgent action to address 
the crisis.

Despite the new measurement, 
it is not as if humanity has not been 
endlessly warned that this is the path 
it's on.

" I f  t he  t h r e sho ld  s eems 
unremarkable (it shouldn't)," wrote 
Jonathan Shieber at TechCrunch, 
"it's yet another indication of the 
unprecedented territory humanity is 
now charting as it blazes new trails 
toward environmental catastrophe."

While scientists have stated 
that much of the future warming is 
already "locked in," Cole points out 
that humanity's main focus must be 
to make sure all efforts are made to 
reverse the emissions trend in order 
to limit the scale of the destruction.

"What can be stopped is its 
getting any worse," Cole concluded. 
"But that would require moving with 
blinding speed to wind and solar 
power and electric cars."

And the message from the global 
climate justice movement has been 
crystal clear: It's an emergency. Act 
like it.
(Jon Queally is managing editor for 
Common Dreams, an independent 
and  progres s i ve  non -pro f i t 
newscenter based in the USA.)
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Hundreds of thousands of 
students around the world walked 
out of their schools and colleges 
Friday in the latest in a series of 
strikes urging action to address the 
climate crisis. According to event 
organisers Fridays for Future, over 
1664 cities across 125 countries 
registered strike actions, with more 
expected to report turnouts in the 
coming days.

The “School Strike for Climate” 
movement was first started by 
Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg, 
who began her strike outside the 
country’s parliament in Stockholm 
in August 2018 and has said that 
she will continue to strike until 
Sweden is aligned with the goals 
of the Paris Agreement. Since then, 
her singular action has spread into 
an international climate movement, 
organised by young people around 
the world. This strike followed the 
last co-ordinated event on March 
15, which saw over 1.6 million 
people across 133 countries turn 
out at demonstrations, according to 
organisers.

Thunberg was recently profiled 
on TIME’s global cover as a Next 
Generation Leader, along with nine 
other people shaping the world’s 
future. “This is not about truancy or 
civil disobedience, this is about the 
climate and the ecological crisis, 
and people need to understand that,” 
Thunberg told TIME in Stockholm, a 
couple of weeks ahead of the global 
strike.

“May 24 is the last chance to 
affect the E.U. elections. Politicians 
are talking about the climate and 

Students from 1,600 Cities Protest Climate Change

Suyin Haynes 

environmental issues more now, but 
they need more pressure,” she said. 
Voting across the European Union 
takes place May 23–26, where the 
751 representatives of the European 
Parliament will be elected by citizens 
across the continent. Recent polling 
suggests environmental issues and 
policies tackling climate change 
are high on the agenda for voters 
considering who to elect. (European 
Parliament election results are out 
and the Greens have made gains, 
winning 69 seats, 17 more than the 
previous election, out of 751 seats – 
Note from Editors.)

The school strike movement 
has emerged in tandem with 
other environmental movements 
worldwide. The British-based 
direct action group Extinction 
Rebellion occupied major locations 
in London for ten days in late 
April, and their first demand, for 
the British government to declare 
a state of “climate emergency,” 
received approval from parliament 
on May 1. And in the US, the young 
activists of Sunrise Movement have 
pushed to transform climate action 
into a political reality by calling 
for a Green New Deal, attracting 
the support of several legislators 
and 2020 Democratic presidential 
candidates.

While Thunberg is well-known 
worldwide, she says it is the strike 
organisers in each country that she 
looks up to. “Young people who 
are in developing countries are 
sacrificing their education in order 
to protest against the destruction 
of their future and world,” she 

told TIME. “They are the real 
heroes.” Photos and videos from 
strikers in the eastern hemisphere 
started flooding social media in the 
morning, ranging from Seoul, South 
Korea to Auckland, New Zealand, 
and later in the day images of crowds 
surfaced in European cities such as 
Berlin and Paris, where organisers 
say an estimated 23,000 turned out 
to demonstrate.

Here is a look at some of the 
places around the world where 
young people took action on May 24.

Sweden: Thousands of students 
and young people took part in 
Friday’s strike marching through 
the streets of Stockholm. While 
there’s an acknowledgement that 
the strikes have placed the climate 
crisis back on the agenda in Sweden, 
for Thunberg it is not enough—
her focus is on the global carbon 
emissions, which continue to rise. 
However, in the nine months since 
she first started her strike, her cause 
has galvanised support from a wide 
cross section of Swedish society, 
with grandparents and scientists 
turning out to support the strike on 
May 24.

Philppines: In the Philippines, 
one of the countries most vulnerable 
to climate change, organisers say 
there were strikes in at least fifteen 
cities. In recent years, the archipelago 
of islands has been hit by a series of 
extreme weather events, such as 
Typhoon Haiyan (known as Super 
Typhoon Yolanda in the Philippines) 
in 2013. 

Australia: Australia has just 
experienced its hottest summer on 
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record with the country’s farmers 
facing a punishing drought, and 
recent research has shown that 
warming seas are preventing the 
Great Barrier Reef ’s ability to 
regrow. As well as strikes in Sydney, 
around 1000 activists staged a die-in 
in the heart of Melbourne’s business 
district just after lunchtime, “acting 
as physical reminders of Earth’s sixth 
mass extinction which scientists have 
attributed to anthropogenic climate 
change,” organisers Extinction 
Rebellion Australia told TIME. 
Young people also gathered outside 
Parliament House in Perth, Western 
Australia, a state where mining 
accounted for 85% of exports in 
2017–18. 

India: In Delhi, schoolchildren 
marched carrying a banner referring 
to the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC), the 
leading international body for the 
assessment of climate change. In 
October 2018, the IPCC stated that 
the impact of a 1.5C increase in global 
temperatures over pre-industrial 
levels would “disproportionately 
affect disadvantaged and vulnerable 
populations through food insecurity, 
higher food prices, income losses, 
lost livelihood opportunities, adverse 
health impacts, and population 
displacements.”

Germany: With more than 218 
strike events listed on the Fridays for 
Future website, Germany is expected 
to host more events on May 24 than 
any other country in both big and 
small cities. Recent polls have shown 
that German voters think climate 
and environment protection are the 
biggest challenges for the future of 
the EU, ahead of other issues such 
as migration.

United Kingdom: Hundreds of 
school children gathered outside the 

UK Houses of Parliament, chanting 
and holding the inventive placards 
that have become hallmarks of the 
strikes. The scene was replicated at 
cities across the UK.

South Africa:  Along with 
Nigeria, Kenya and several other 
countries across Africa, students 
and young people in South Africa 
organised actions on May 24 
and 25 to coincide with Africa 
Day,  commemorated on May 
25. As part of a continent-wide 
campaign #AfrikaVuka, organisers 
are demanding that local leaders 
“commit to building a fossil free 
Africa that puts people and justice 
before profits.” 

Support for the climate strikes
A d u l t s  h a v e  b a c k e d  t h e 

school strike movement, with 
several prominent thinkers and 
activists including Naomi Klein, 
Bill  McKibben and Margaret 
Atwood supporting the movement’s 
next event, a global strike on 20 
September, saying that “disrupting 
our normal lives is the only way to 
secure our future.” Leading scientists 
and academics had also previously 
signed an open letter in support of 
Greta Thunberg and the school strike 
movement in February.

While Thunberg may have started 
her strike alone, May 24 proved that 
people all around the world are 
in solidarity with her and willing 
to spread the message. “I’m not 
planning to stop this movement, and 
I don’t think anyone else is either,” 
she told TIME. “We have to start 
acting now, even if we don’t have all 
the solutions.”

(Suyin Haynes is a Senior Reporter 
with TIME Magazine.)
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Nearly everyone who’s seen it 
and lived to tell the tale describes 
it the same way: a horrifying, 
otherworldly thing of ghastly beauty 
that has haunted their life ever since.

“The colors were beautiful,” 
remembers a man in Morgan 
Knibbe’s short documentary The 
Atomic Soldiers. “I hate to say that.”

“It was completely daylight at 
midnight—brighter than the brightest 
day you ever saw,” says another.

Many tales of the atomic bomb, 
however, weren’t told at all. In 
addition to the hundreds of thousands 
of Japanese civilians who died 
in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, an 
estimated 400,000 American soldiers 
and sailors also observed nuclear 
explosions—many just a mile or 
two from ground zero. From 1946 to 
1992, the US government conducted 
more than 1,000 nuclear tests, during 
which unwitting troops were exposed 
to vast amounts of ionizing radiation. 
For protection, they wore utility 
jackets, helmets and gas masks. They 
were told to cover their face with 
their arms.

After the tests, the soldiers, many 
of whom were traumatized, were 
sworn to an oath of secrecy. Breaking 
it even to talk among themselves was 
considered treason, punishable by a 
$10,000 fine and 10 or more years 
in prison.

In Knibbe’s film, some of these 
atomic veterans break the forced 
silence to tell their story for the very 
first time. They describe how the blast 
knocked them to the ground; how 
they could see the bones and blood 
vessels in their hands, like viewing 
an X-ray. They recount the terror 
in their officers’ faces and the tears 

and panic that followed the blasts. 
They talk about how they’ve been 
haunted—by nightmares, PTSD, and 
various health afflictions, including 
cancer. Knibbe’s spare filmmaking 
approach foregrounds details and 
emotion. There’s no need for archival 
footage; the story is writ large in the 
faces of the veterans, who struggle 
to find the right words to express the 
horror of what they saw during the 
tests and what they struggled with in 
the decades after.

Knibbe told me that he has 
long been fascinated with the self-
destructive tendencies of mankind. 
When he found declassified US 
civil-defense footage of soldiers 
maneuvering in the glare of the 
mushroom cloud of an atomic bomb, 
he was “absolutely amazed and 
wanted to learn more about their 
stories.” His efforts to dig deeper 
were curtailed by the fact that most of 
the information about the nuclear tests 
was classified—including reports on 
the illnesses the veterans suffered 
and the radioactive pollution that 
was released into the environment 
around the test sites. “I was baffled 
by the lack of recorded testimonies 
available,” he said.

Knibbe began trying to contact 
veterans through the National 
Association of Atomic Veterans, 
eventually travelling across the 
United States to meet them and 
hear their stories. He was stunned 
and saddened by what he learned. 
“They were confronted by such an 
incredible destructive power that 
they were immediately shocked into 
an existential crisis,” Knibbe said. “It 
was like they saw the creation of the 
universe. They were confronted with 

an enemy they could never defeat. 
It was something really difficult for 
them to describe.”

What appalled Knibbe the most 
was how the US government failed 
the veterans. “Until this day, a 
lot of what has happened—and 
the radiation-related diseases the 
veterans have contracted and passed 
on to the generations after them—is 
still being covered up,” Knibbe said. 
“The veterans are consistently denied 
compensation.”

“For 10 years now, I’ve been 
trying to get compensation, but the 
government does not want to admit 
that anybody was harmed by any 
radiation,” says one man in the film. 
Knibbe said he has spoken with 
more than 100 US atomic veterans, 
all of whom share similar stories 
of the government’s intransigence. 
One of the few studies conducted on 
atomic veterans found that the 3,000 
participants in a 1957 nuclear test 
suffered from leukemia at more than 
twice the rate of their peers.

Bill Clinton relieved the veterans’ 
oath of secrecy in 1994, but the 
announcement was eclipsed by news 
from the O.J. Simpson trial. “Most 
of the atomic veterans didn’t even 
know the oath of secrecy was lifted,” 
Knibbe said. Most went on to believe 
that they were not allowed to talk 
about their experiences, even to seek 
help for their health problems. Many 
took the secret to their grave.

“It haunts me to think of what 
I had witnessed,” says a man in the 
film, “and not realized at the time 
the import of what we were doing . . 
. serving as guinea pigs.”
(Emily Buder is a film curator at The 
Atlantic.)

Atomic Veterans Were Silenced for 50 Years. Now, They’re Talking

Emily Buder
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